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INTRODUCTION
Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Rutland Strategic Health Authority (LNRSHA), as one of the 28 new bodies established by the Department of Health in 2002, is responsible for the strategic direction of local health care provision. In achieving the delivery of high quality, evidence-based practice, the LNRSHA local implementation strategy management board for Information for health (Department of Health, 1998) highlighted the important issue of access to library and information services for social workers within the workplace. No local baseline audit existed, and there was a perceived gap in service provision for this user group.
The purpose of this study, therefore, was to address these issues. Specifically, the objectives were to:
. conduct an information needs analysis of social care professionals based at the University Hospitals of Leicester NHS Trust (UHL); . review the perceived gap in library and information service provision for social workers; and
. propose future models of service delivery that are relevant and responsive to user needs and that will support evidence-based social care.
Commencing in February 2002, the study was conducted over a six-month period until July 2002. The study reviewed the information needs and provision of library and information services for adult social work teams based in the University Hospitals of Leicester NHS Trust (UHL).
BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY
The NHS Plan (Secretary of State for Health, 2000) recognizes that ill health cannot be separated from poverty, inequality and social exclusion, and sets out how social services and the NHS should come together with new agreements to pool resources. New Care Trusts would be established to commission health and social care in a single organization. Through the Care Standards Act 2000, the Government established a new national infrastructure for quality in social work. This comprised the existing Social Services Inspectorate (SSI), the National Care Standards Commission (NCSC), the General Social Care Council (GSCC), the Training Organisation for Social Care (TOPSS) and the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE). The Department of Health promotes the integration of the work of the new national bodies with that of the Local Government Association, the Association of Directors of Social Services, Social Services Inspectorate and the wider Department of Health through its Social Care Quality Programme.
In the context of this study, SCIE is particularly relevant. Established in October 2001, its purpose is to develop and promote knowledge about best practice in social care. It provides reviews of evidence from research, and disseminates the knowledge base through good practice guides and the electronic library for social care. The imperative for evidence-based practice in the social services was thereby clearly established.
In order to fulfil the Government's aim that social care decisions must be based on the best available evidence, it follows that social workers must have quick and easy access to the evidence.
METHODOLOGY
The literature review suggested that a combination of methods would be effective in assessing social workers' information needs and for modelling future service provision. Neigel (2000) , for example, employed a questionnaire survey to determine the utilization of information resources and to explore the general information-seeking behaviours of different healthcare professionals. Forrest and Robb (2000) employed both quantitative and qualitative methods in their investigation into the information needs of doctors-in-training at the Cairns Library. A questionnaire survey, supplemented by one-to-one interviews for more in-depth observations, produced two clear findings: firstly that more time was required to find and obtain information; and secondly that information sources should be accessible where and when they were needed. The findings from the two data collection methods provided the framework on which to design library services that would support users within the evidence-based framework. In contrast, (Glitz et al., 2001 ) used focus groups to plan library and information services around identified information needs, and concluded that these are an effective tool for planning, information needs assessment and decision making.
Methods selected for this study
Combining the results achieved from two or more methods is a process known as triangulation. By continuous cross-checking, a deeper insight is acquired and the quality of the findings is improved. As this study was exploratory in nature, both quantitative and qualitative methodological tools were employed. A questionnaire survey was conducted and was followed up by focus groups and in-depth semi-structured interviews.
The questionnaire was intended to elicit the nature and type of information that social workers need in order to carry out their jobs. It also sought to ascertain what information resources and services they would find useful. The questionnaire was designed to be quick and easy to complete, with special attention being paid to its length and the layout on each page. Specifically, the questionnaire contained sections relating to the following:
. basic job details; . computer and Internet access; . subject-specific information; . how information is obtained;
. current and future library service provision.
The questionnaire was piloted with a group of social workers, and their comments were incorporated into the final version. The questionnaire was to be anonymous, with strict confidentiality being assured.
As the researchers were not supplied with individual staff lists, distribution of the questionnaire was effected in one of two ways. Each team manager was asked to choose whether the researchers could attend part of a team meeting to explain the purpose of the research and to distribute the questionnaires personally. Alternatively, the questionnaires could be posted to the team managers who would undertake their distribution NHS and social care interface on the researchers' behalf. A letter confirming the arrangements was sent to the team managers.
All staff involved in the study were provided with a pack which contained:
. a written outline of the project; . a covering letter explaining the questionnaire and giving an assurance that all responses would be treated in strict confidence; . a questionnaire; . a prepaid envelope (if the questionnaires were distributed on the researchers' behalf).
The data were analysed using SPSS TM , a statistical package commonly used by social scientists.
Focus groups were selected as a qualitative methodological tool to identify critical situations for social workers, and their current use of information in these situations. Emphasis was placed on:
. exploring in more depth issues that were highlighted from the questionnaire analysis; . posing questions that were not suitable for inclusion in the questionnaire; . cross-checking findings that arose during the course of the focus groups and interviews.
The focus groups were arranged by contacting the individual team managers by telephone. The purpose of the focus groups was explained and an assurance given that confidentiality would be maintained throughout. One hour was requested for the focus group itself, plus an additional 15 to 30 minutes prior to the meeting which would serve as a general 'ice breaker'. Permission to tape record the proceedings was sought, and a letter confirming the arrangements was sent to the team managers. On two occasions it was considered impractical by the team manager to conduct a focus group. Semistructured interviews with these two team managers were therefore arranged. The questions asked at the interviews were the same as for the focus groups. Again, permission to tape record the proceedings was sought.
FINDINGS Response rate
Of the 59 questionnaires that were distributed 35 were returned, giving a response rate of 59%. As the questionnaire was anonymous, it was not possible to send follow-up letters urging non-responders to complete the questionnaire. Despite this, the response rate was considered sufficient to permit valid statistical analysis.
Population profile
Eighteen respondents (51.4%) were employed by Leicestershire County Council and the other 17 (48.6%) by Leicester City Council. Of these, 11 (31.4%) were based at Leicester General Hospital, 15 (42.9%) at Leicester Royal Infirmary and nine (25.7%) at Glenfield Hospital.
Direct client care accounted for more than 60% of a social worker's time, although for senior social workers, this was not the case as administration accounted for over 70% of their time. A striking finding was that 0.4% of respondents were engaged in research.
Subject coverage
Social workers require information on a very wide range of subjects. However, particular emphasis is placed on the subjects set out in Table 1 .
It was clear from the focus groups that information gathering is essential at the point of assessment of the client. This requires liaison with a range of people and services including general practitioners, occupational therapists, physiotherapists, medical and nursing staff, and external organizations such as housing associations and the police. Information is gathered by the social work team from the client about their condition and social circumstances prior to hospitalization, and there is a constant exchange of information with the client and their relatives and carers. A knowledge of the client's medical condition is also required since this may help to determine the care that is required. It is crucial for the benefit of both the client carers/relatives and the social worker, however, that any medical information should be understandable and in lay persons' terminology.
The increasingly complex information requirements were also discussed in the focus groups and are typified by the following example:
If somebody has had a stroke . . . I think we know what we're doing operationally in terms of the Community Care Act and our responsibilities, but the person you're working with says 'I want to know more about strokes' and you need to know, for instance, that the Stroke Association do produce a whole range of very useful leaflets and pamphlets and it would be useful for us to have that quality of data for ourselves. Social workers also need to be aware of the different care packages and their costs, especially current local authority initiatives, as they have to justify why they have selected a particular package.
We're expected to [make decisions about best value] because we're made aware when we're putting together care packages that we have to look at prices in those packages. Approval will come at different levels of management depending on how much that care package is going to cost.
Computer and Internet access
Respondents were asked whether a computer and printer were available to them, and whether they had Internet access in their office. An astonishing finding is that no-one has access to the Internet (Fig. 1) .
Frequent reference was made by the social workers to the lack of computer provision and Internet access in the workplace.
I asked for it -to have access -and was told that you need to present a business plan as to why you need Internet access. A friend, who is in computers in America, said 'Why don't you just put down you want to be in the 21st century'. It seems the whole world is connected, while the social services . . .
In contrast, some of the respondents feel somewhat threatened by the electronic environment. The view was expressed that they would hate to have a computer on their desks. There is also a fear that they would be expected to type their own reports and letters and this was seen as an additional pressure on their time. It is also apparent that in some cases there is a poor understanding of information technology, its capabilities and its terminology. For example, some social workers were unclear about the difference between the intranet and the Internet.
Use of printed and electronic resources
Practice guidelines and directories are referred to on a daily basis. Some social work teams produced a procedures manual. The staff knew where it was located and used it frequently. Similarly, some departments stored a range of information leaflets which were well organized and easily accessible. It was felt that by having a manual it would save time and the social workers would not be 'reinventing the wheel all the time, and not having to ask all the time'.
Most of the social workers read Community Care 'Which has quite a lot of information that's relevant to us', but do not tend to read any other journals. The need for frequent referral to government legislation was emphasized strongly by all the social workers, and it was clear that access was needed to the relevant material. In the words of one social worker:
A lot of legal issues which we really struggle with because we don't have access I guess to the literature to have a look as to what the legal status is.
It was not surprising to find that more than half the respondents never use the Internet, although some would use Internet resources more frequently if they had access (see Fig. 1 ). As one social worker said:
I think it would be useful to have access to the Internet . . . there are a lot of Web sites that are given on articles that you've read, you can look deeper there, but at the moment you can't -you're stuck.
The majority of social workers were unfamiliar with bibliographic databases such as Caredata, MEDLINE, CINAHL and ASSIA, although a few had used these whilst training but no longer did so as practitioners.
A dependence on textbooks was also not elicited. On direct questioning, there did not appear to be any core texts although the respondents did express the need to refer to a range of books for teaching purposes and to keep up-to-date. No titles or authors or specific texts were identified. Figure 2 shows that three-quarters of respondents do not use the hospital libraries. This finding is not surprising since, officially, they do not have access to this facility. Only three respondents use their employer's library daily or weekly, whilst over half never use this facility. Infrequent use is made of public and other libraries by this client group. It is acknowledged that valuable resources are available through public libraries such as the People's Network (www.peoplesnetwork.gov.uk). However, this client group is not positioned to routinely utilize these off-site resources, although notable exceptions were found:
Library usage
Yes I go down to my local library and I have to say that very often I discover things down there. I found out about the HIMP health improvement programmes and found a great big folder available on the shelves. I started leafing through and said 'there's some very interesting stuff here that's very relevant to my practice'. I've now got it in my office. No doubt we've got it up at County Hall but in terms of reading it and having it in a manner that you can just lay your hands on and so on . . . I suspect there are individuals like me that work out their own information system.
The focus groups highlighted the need for on-site library provision to support evidence-based practice. However, some social workers are concerned that their current work schedules would prevent them from having the time to visit the library. There is generally a poor understanding of libraries and the services that they provide.
Information skills
The majority of respondents (78%) would value training in identifying information sources, whilst two-thirds would value knowing what information tools are available to locate information, and knowing how to use these tools. Respondents were less enthusiastic about training in evaluating the quality of published material. Fewer than one third did not consider they needed basic computer skills training.
Usefulness of information services
Respondents were asked to think about the type of information services that they might find useful. Figure 3 shows that access to specialists who could provide subject expertise was considered extremely important by three-quarters of respondents. A current awareness service, the provision of fact sheets and staff bulletins were also considered to be extremely useful by over half the respondents.
Verbal communication with colleagues
Much of the information needed by social workers was obtained through talking to colleagues. The majority (84%) sought information on a daily basis from their team managers or other social work colleagues. A high proportion (65%) also obtained information from other health professionals on a daily basis. These results suggest that social workers rely heavily on verbal communication to satisfy their information needs and confirm the existence of a strong verbal culture.
Barriers to obtaining information
A conspicuous finding is that 88% of respondents consider that time constraints represent a significant barrier to information use. Almost two-thirds experienced difficulty in accessing information, and felt a lack of library services was a contributory factor. Information overload and a perceived lack of information in an easily usable form were also cited by approximately half the respondents.
Interestingly, despite being infrequent users of both the Internet and electronic databases, a lack of information skills was not considered a significant barrier by the social workers in this study.
Overcoming barriers
The study set out to elicit solutions from the social workers themselves as to how these barriers might be overcome. Their suggested solutions are presented in Table 2 . 
DISCUSSION The social work environment
This study demonstrates that the issues surrounding social workers' information needs, and the ways in which they seek and use information, are complex. It also suggests that solutions are not easily found. Three significant aspects of the working culture of social care teams have emerged. The first is a reliance on verbal communication for the exchange of information. Given that verbal communication is the primary mechanism for information transfer in social work practice, and that library and information services are acknowledged to be based upon electronic and print resources, it is clearly difficult to reconcile the two communication models without a paradigm shift. Some receptiveness to this culture change was however detected. As one social worker said: 'It would be just nice to have the kind of culture where you see this constantly referring to accurate data and the best practice from elsewhere'.
The second is that social work practice is also intrinsically paper-based. Although most social workers had access to a computer, this was often shared between two or three practitioners. Internet access was found to be non-existent. In this environment computer literacy and information-searching skills in this professional group were generally not advanced. The migration to an electronic environment, which will include access to web-based information resources and electronic client records, will have dramatic implications for information management and the working practices of this professional group.
Thirdly, the profession is not research-oriented and does not rely on the research literature to direct its practice. In this context, the use of library and information services has not been a priority. The lack of research culture found in this study is typified by the fact that journal reading does not generally extend beyond Community Care. This confirms the findings of McCullough et al. (1975) . The apparent lack of attention paid by these practitioners to research findings echoes earlier work by Blake et al. (1979) , where social workers were reported to be largely 'unenthusiastic' about reading the professional literature and, in many cases, were only familiar with one or two journals, for example Social Work Today or Community Care.
Library access and provision
This study acknowledges that whilst Social Services and NHS staff are part of the same multi-disciplinary teams providing health and social care for patients, their access to the knowledge base is vastly different. Although small libraries and resource centres are available to the social workers, these are difficult to access and therefore underused. The libraries provided for the NHS staff are based on all three hospital sites and are well resourced. The social workers, however, do not have access to these libraries.
The inequity in library provision between NHS and Social Services professionals is palpable, and is at variance with the aim to provide an integrated service. In line with the drive for evidence-based medicine, recent legislation sets out the need for social care decisions to be similarly based upon the best available evidence. Against this background, social workers must have access to the knowledge base. The study has shown that on-site library and information services would be valued. Furthermore, since the healthcare libraries in Leicester are well established and already offer a multiplicity of information services, it would be a case of expanding existing provision rather than developing entirely new services.
Electronic provision of information
The poor use of electronic resources and the complete lack of access to the Internet from the desktop is surprising and at odds with government objectives for the e-society. This lack of availability of the Internet was a source of embarrassment and frustration to the social workers and emphasized the difficulty in readily accessing the external knowledge base. Although there was some reluctance to acknowledge electronic delivery of information, it was recognized that this would be the only practical solution for the inculcation of evidencebased social care. Blackburn (2001) concluded that information technology was the only realistic option for providing the required information to social workers. Several studies have highlighted the richness of web-based resources for these professionals (Bazin, 1999; Summers, 1998; Wilkinson, 1998) . Hampson (2001) emphasizes the critical importance of the World Wide Web in integrating access to print and electronic resources. D' Alessandro et al. (1999) emphasize that it is crucial to focus consistently on the population served and to tailor the service to their needs. Extending this thinking process to the extreme, Watson (1996) has proposed a virtual library for social workers.
The growing number of well-organized social work web sites offer enormous potential and undoubtedly warrant further investigation for use and access to this client group.
Existing sites:
. 
Multiple source information needs
The study has highlighted the vast array of information required for social work practice. Again this is an echo of earlier work with this client group (Wilson, 1979) . The range of requirements spans a wide but relatively shallow landscape from the practical, directory-level information to complex problems demanding access to multiple information resources and agencies. Information was widely perceived to be disorganized, difficult to access and often disseminated in an untimely manner. Social work teams were deluged daily by unsolicited material, as well as official documentation. This produced feelings of confusion and frustration, as much time was wasted in searching for salient information. Electronic resources, for example the existing intranets, were also perceived to be a jumble of information with no clear direction and these would require substantial organization if they are to be of use.
Core collection
The social workers in this study do not rely on journals, databases, textbooks and other research materials. This suggests that the initial investment in social work journals and books could be minimal. However, a core collection needs to be established to facilitate the development of evidence-based practice. Despite direct questioning by the research team, the social workers did not identify core material other than the Community Care Journal. It is suspected that this may be because the social workers are not, in general, library users, and does not necessarily mean a core collection does not exist.
Since the completion of this study it is refreshing to note that the University of the West of England and the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE) have announced the creation of a Social Care research collection (July 2003) . This a welcome and timely addition to this sparse field and may go some way to assisting the necessary cultural shift required to incor-porate research into practice. Fundamentally, librarians will be provided with guidance on the provision of social work materials.
Since it has been demonstrated that social workers do not, in general, use libraries, it is essential to build a relationship between library staff and the social workers. Once social workers have access to a library and can utilize multiple information resources, demand for library services may continue to develop and expand. As one social worker pointed out: 'You don't know how good it is until you've tried it'.
Library liaison services
The findings indicated that access to an information specialist would be useful, with a strong emphasis being placed on developing a liaison role between the library and the social work teams. In this way, the problems already identified, such as information management, skills training and collection development, would be addressed.
A study by Wilson and Dunn (1976) explored the provision of specialist information services to social care professionals and identified just 18 local authorities who were providing this type of service. More recently, Bailey et al. (2000) supported the view that the appointment of a professional librarian was crucial in a health/social care setting. It would seem such an appointment of a Social Work Information Specialist would be highly appropriate in 2003.
Training and education
Social workers expressed a wish to be given the opportunity to participate in training courses that are currently only available to NHS staff. Training underpins effective multi-disciplinary team working, the provision of integrated care, and evidence-based social care practice. A whole raft of information skills training is both required and desired by the social workers. This was also highlighted almost a decade earlier by Engeldinger and Stuart (1990) . The majority of social workers in this study are acutely aware of deficits in their IT and information skills competencies. These deficits manifested themselves through expressions of fear of using computers, an increasing workload and complicating their working practices. Conversely, some social workers are keen computer users, often performing work-related Internet searches outside the workplace, and would welcome advanced training from information specialists.
CONCLUSIONS
No change?
It would seem appropriate in view of the findings from this study that service providers and employers review the current service provision for social workers to meet their information needs. This study suggests that, astonishingly, in the last 30 years remarkably little has changed in library and information service provision for this client group. The problems identified in relation to meeting the information needs of social workers today are similar to those found in the 1970s. However, there are now innovative solutions available that would have been beyond those with even the widest vision in 1974.
A commitment
The perceived gap in library and information service provision for social care staff is confirmed by this study, and it is concluded that a service level agreement for the provision of library and information services for social workers is essential and needs to be established. A commitment to monitor and evaluate use of services would also be required to accommodate evolving need and allow for development.
A new service: client characteristics
The design and implementation of a new service must be attuned to the characteristics of the targeted client group. These characteristics can be summarized as follows:
. diverse and wide ranging information requirement;
. information overload;
. considerable time pressures;
. strong verbal culture for the exchange of information;
. social workers are not research-oriented;
. minimal library provision;
. lack of familiarity with libraries and their services;
. poor information skills.
Cultural shift
For evidence-based practice to occur, a cultural shift to use research findings in everyday decision making in practice is required. A management commitment to lead the cultural change must be acknowledged and acted upon. The findings support the view that this change must be managed in a structured manner as it may not occur naturally. A number of ways have been identified to help facilitate this change. These include improved information management, the appointment of an information specialist and the provision of information skills training.
Good practice
In this study, pockets of excellent information management were identified within individual social work teams. This was demonstrated by the comprehensive organization of printed material with easy access for all team members. This exemplar should be mirrored throughout the social work teams.
NHS and social care interface
User solutions A range of solutions for grouping information into easily accessible forms have been identified. These include the provision of summaries and fact sheets, together with current awareness and alerting services. Discussion groups have also been found to have a place in overcoming information overload, updating practitioners and for exchanging information.
Appointment of an information specialist
There must be library and information liaison at the earliest opportunity with the social work teams to ensure appropriateness of training and to bring about a twoway understanding between the library and social work professionals. A tailored training programme would include a detailed library orientation, the explanation of library terms and media used, and specific hands-on sessions. The findings support the view that an information specialist would be instrumental in facilitating the necessary culture shift to enable evidencebased practice to become the norm.
The electronic hook-up And finally . . . a robust IT infrastructure, enabling easy and rapid access to the knowledge base is required to underpin the practice of evidence-based social care. This is the crucial issue for social services and library management to confront and lead.
